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For Poppy
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PICKLES’ RULES OF CUSTOMER SERVICE

1. BE FRIENDLY

2. PRETEND THAT THE CUSTOMER IS ALWAYS RIGHT

3. BE A GOOD LISTENER

4. KEEP PEOPLE CHATTING

5. BE SYMPATHETIC

6. USE A SOOTHING TONE WITH THE TRICKY ONES

7. ALWAYS BE HELPFUL

8. STAY OPEN WHENEVER POSSIBLE

9. ALWAYS HAVE A HANDY HANKY

10. USE FLATTERY

11. DRAW ATTENTION TO A BARGAIN

12. NEVER SHOW SURPRISE

13. NEVER SHORT CHANGE

14. BE EFFICIENT

15. USE THE HARD SELL ONLY AS A LAST RESORT





MAGENTA SHARP’S THREE RULES OF WITCHCRAFT

1. Read Instructions

2. Follow Recipe

3. Make It Work

It Helps to Have the Knack.
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Chapter One

MAY DAY

It was May Day in Smallbridge. The sun shone, bunting fluttered against a blue sky and the air smelled deliciously of sausages!

Smallbridge was, unsurprisingly, a small town with a small bridge. That was as exciting as it got. Fun events were rare, so all the stops were pulled out for May Day.

The whole town had turned out for the occasion. Children tugged at grown-ups’ sleeves, begging for pennies to spend on sweets and toffee apples, and everyone had big smiles on their faces. The climax of the day’s events would feature a speech from the mayor (long), a maypole dance from the nursery school (tangled), a puppet show (funny) and a clown (unfunny), all rounded off with a firework display (noisy!).

But right now it was late morning and everyone was gathered in the main square, where the band was playing jolly dance music. They called themselves the Smallbridge Boys even though the youngest ‘Boy’ (banjo) was sixty-two and the oldest (accordion) ninety-three.

Dancers filled the square – some in pairs, some in groups and some going it alone. Shopkeepers, farmers, baker boys, dairy maids, old folk, little kids, the odd daft dog – everyone was at it! Hands clapped, skirts twirled, boots stamped, tails wagged . . .
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And in the midst of it all was Elsie Pickles, wearing her best outfit and a pair of pretty blue shoes with ribbons. She had been dancing all morning and there was no sign of her feet getting tired. Dancers came and went, but Elsie danced on.

There was a reason for this. It was her shoes. Those pretty blue shoes. You see – they had been given to Elsie by a witch!

It happened like this.

Elsie’s mum and dad owned a small, shabby shop called Pickles’ Emporium. Just a few months ago, something strange had happened. A witch had appeared in the shop and made Elsie an offer she couldn’t refuse.

The witch’s name was Magenta Sharp, though the town knew her as the Red Witch, because she had auburn hair and always wore red. Magenta rarely came to town, and when she did, people gave her funny looks, crossed the street to avoid her, then spent days gossiping about her. Everyone said that she lived in a mysterious tower in Crookfinger Forest that could move about. No one really knew what she got up to there, but were sure if they did, they would disapprove of it.

I mean. You only had to look at her. Stalking about in that red get-up. Too snooty to wear black rags and a pointy hat, like a proper witch. Living alone in the forest in a tower you couldn’t find. It wasn’t respectable.
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Magenta had offered Elsie the job of tower caretaker for one week in return for a bulging purse of gold. Despite her dad’s best efforts, Pickles’ Emporium was deep in debt and Elsie had three hungry little brothers. So the promise of extra money was too good to turn down. Plus, after all the gossip, she had been curious to see what the mysterious tower was really like and have a real-life adventure!
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The tower itself had taken some getting used to. As well as possessing some interesting magical features, it seemed . . . aware. Elsie could sense it watching and listening. Sometimes it even gave little tremors of approval or disapproval. There was also a rather grouchy raven, Corbett, who Elsie had to look after. He wasn’t afraid of telling people exactly what he thought!
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Over the week, Elsie had got to know Magenta’s odd neighbours and even tried a little magic herself. There had been squabbles, giggles, cake eating, tears, late nights and trouble with a love potion. Elsie had loved it! She hadn’t meant to get involved with the witchy side of things but she had got sort of sucked in and found, to her surprise, that she was rather good at it. She had a knack, Magenta had said.

When the week was up, Elsie had returned home in quiet triumph with the purse of gold, a surprise gift of the blue shoes and the ability to do three little spells!

Now, months on, life was back to normal. Although a better normal than, well, normal. The Pickles had been able to pay off debts and smarten up the shop with a coat of paint, a new bell and a posh new sign. Elsie’s dad had even treated them to new aprons to wear which said ‘Pickles’ Emporium – Where Customer Service Comes First!’

The shop still offered the same range of cheap, boring stuff – brooms, buckets, string, soap and ugly china ornaments. But now everything was displayed on freshly-painted shelves and neatly labelled. Despite the improvements, the customers still moaned. But some things never change. In order to sell things, you have to be good with people, and Elsie was. She knew the rules of Customer Service by heart.

But, oh dear. Elsie found normal life quite boring now. Shopkeeping and helping look after her brothers, Arthy, Toby and baby Todd, just wasn’t enough. She borrowed books from Smallbridge’s tiny library, but reading about other people’s adventures wasn’t quite so exciting after having had one of her own. Sometimes she would sneak down to the stockroom and spend a few minutes practising the magic she’d learned.
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The three spells she had mastered were simple, but effective. She could:


1. Produce eggs from thin air.

2. Conjure up frogs.

3. Create tiny storms in teacups.
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Elsie had a feeling that her dad suspected she was up to something. He must have heard the little croakings, the rolling of eggs on the floor and the tiny rumbles of thunder coming from the basement. But he didn’t say anything. What father would begrudge his daughter a little magic in her life?
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But now May Day meant there was finally some excitement in Smallbridge! Elsie had been saving the pretty blue shoes for a special occasion. The second she slipped them on, she knew they were magical. Her toes tingled, energy crackled up her legs and suddenly all she wanted to do was dance!

The band was showing no signs of flagging. They struck up with the ever-popular ‘Big Barn Stomp’ and everybody rushed to form a circle. Elsie, pink-cheeked and bright-eyed, moved to join in . . .

And found herself rooted to the spot. Her feet simply refused to obey her.
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Then, to her alarm, she was swivelled in the opposite direction, propelled forward and forced to push through the crowd, muttering, ‘Sorry,’ and ‘Excuse me,’ and ‘Pardon me, was that your foot?’

The moment she was through the throng, the shoes picked up pace and took her skipping briskly back over the bridge, away from the square.

Only one pair of eyes watched her go. They belonged to the town’s stray dog. His name was Nuisance, and he had been lying under the sausage stall all day, hoping that someone might drop a tasty morsel. As the small, blue figure of Elsie Pickles went tripping away unwillingly into the distance, he climbed to his feet and trotted off in her wake.
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Chapter Two

THE WITCH AGAIN

The main street was deserted. All the fun was happening back in the square.

Feeling silly, Elsie skipped over the cobbles in the wayward shoes. She tried giving them orders: ‘Stop, shoes!’ and ‘Slow down this minute!’ and one or two other things she wouldn’t say in front of the customers. But the shoes had a mind of their own.

A tethered goat looked up in surprise as Elsie pranced helplessly past. Chickens scattered out of her way. Behind, the sound made faint and tinny by distance, the band played on.

Pickles’ Emporium was situated down a dark, narrow alley, and it was there that the shoes took her. The CLOSED sign was up, of course. Elsie’s family were out having fun along with everyone else.

But someone was waiting. As Elsie approached, a tall figure detached itself from the shadows, moved forward and raised a red-gloved hand.

Elsie’s shoes came to an abrupt halt.
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‘How do you find them?’ enquired the Red Witch, peering down. No, ‘Hello, Elsie.’ No, ‘Lovely to see you again.’ No, ‘How are you?’ None of that. Magenta Sharp was not known for her people skills.

‘Lively,’ gasped Elsie. ‘Hello, Magenta. It’s wonderful to see you.’

And it was. All of a sudden, it looked as though life might be about to get a whole lot more interesting.
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‘I sprinkled them with Pep-Up Powder,’ said Magenta. ‘Put a Pep in Your Step. One of my bestselling products. Popular with postmen.’

‘Well, it certainly works.’ Elsie pointed to the sign. ‘You do know we’re closed? Was there something you wanted?’

‘You. I need you to deal with the mail order.’

Magenta ran a business called Sharp Spells on Tap. Sadly, it didn’t live up to its catchy name. She got behind with the orders, mixed them up, wrote addresses in an angry scrawl that no one could read, forgot to put stamps on and ignored all the complaints that came pouring in from cross customers.

‘Everything’s out of control,’ she went on. ‘The office is a tip and I can’t make up the spells because I’ve run out of all the basic ingredients. This piece of nonsense arrived too; I only read it this morning.’ She reached beneath her cloak and withdrew a brown, official-looking envelope. ‘It’s from the Magic Board. They’re threatening to take my licence away, of all the cheek.’

Elsie took the envelope and unfolded a single sheet of paper.
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‘This is dated three weeks ago! And you’ve only just read it?’

‘Yes, well, I don’t like the brown ones. It says they’ve received a record number of complaints. Mostly about spells not turning up. Or arriving late.’

‘So I see,’ said Elsie, running her eyes down the letter.

‘Ludicrous, isn’t it?’ said Magenta. ‘All because a few things get lost in the post and sometimes I’m just not in the mood. Is that my fault?’

‘You’ve been given one month to get the business in order. That’s only a week from now!’

‘Ridiculous. I shall object.’

Elsie shook her head. ‘That won’t help. It says here they’ve got a grade system. One is outstanding, two is good, three is requires improvement and four is inadequate. They’ve created a new rating just for you. Five: appalling.’

‘All right, so I’ve got into a bit of a mess,’ conceded Magenta. ‘But I can’t make up the orders until I’ve got the stock. I’d write a list but I can’t find a pencil. The complaints drawer is so full I’m thinking of taking them out and burning them.’

‘Don’t do that,’ said Elsie. ‘If you burn complaining letters, people will complain.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Write apologies and promise to replace the goods or give them a refund.’

‘Oh, I can’t be bothered with all that.’ Magenta flapped a dismissive hand. ‘I don’t have time to write to a load of whingers.’

‘But then they won’t buy from you any more and you won’t make any money.’

‘I don’t make any money anyway. They never pay up.’

‘That’s because they’re unhappy with the service,’ explained Elsie. ‘You have to keep customers happy. You give them what they want, they pay you. That’s how business works.’

‘Well, I’m fed up with it. It’s a bore.’

‘Why do it, then?’

‘Well, obviously, because the world needs my amazing products. So I need an assistant and that’s you. Starting tomorrow.’

‘That’s very short notice,’ said Elsie. ‘Dad needs help in the shop, you see . . .’

But inside, she thought, Yes! Oh, yes! I’ll do it!

‘So? He can hire someone. I’ll pay you, of course. I take it he wouldn’t object to another purse of gold?’
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No, thought Elsie. He certainly wouldn’t. But I wouldn’t do it for the money. I’d do it for the magic.

‘Exactly,’ said Magenta, reading her mind. She added, ‘I see you’ve still got that dog.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Your dog. The one about to come round the corner.’

Elsie looked up the alley and, sure enough, Nuisance came trotting into view. He bounded up, wearing his best hoping-for-a-biscuit face.

‘He’s not actually mine,’ said Elsie, patting his rumpled head.

This was true. But Nuisance loved Elsie. He’d followed her into Crookfinger Forest when she spent the week at the tower and now he liked to stay close to her. At night, he slept in the shop doorway. But he would never come in. He was an outdoor dog.
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